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SOME ISSUES ON TRANSLATING RELATIVE AND ADVERBIAL 

CLAUSES FROM SLOVAK INTO ENGLISH  
 

Rita Rafajlovičová 

 
Abstrakt: The present article deals with the most common errors found in English translations of 

Slovak promotional texts. It focuses on the most frequently occurring mistakes made by non-

professional translators in the syntax of English complex sentences, particularly in the use of proper 

relativizers, punctuation of relative clauses, and incorrect use of verb tenses in adverbial clauses of time 

and conditional clauses. The aim of the article is to serve as a guide for non-professional translators of 

promotional materials to avoid the above mentioned grammar mistakes that are usually caused by 

interference with their mother tongue. 
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Introduction   
Slovakia is a small country which was not known much about until recently. Since its 

accession to the European Union, which brought significant changes in almost all areas of our 

life, the number of foreign tourists visiting our country has dramatically increased. If we want 

to stand up to competition with other members of the EU, we have to draw attention to 

ourselves by offering the best we have. Our natural beauties, valuable cultural relics and rich 

history can be undoubtedly ranked among the domains we can show off.  

How can foreigners get to know more about our country? In the first place, it is 

through those who have already visited Slovakia, by tourists. The words of unprejudiced 

people are weighty and may affect people’s opinions; however, because of language barrier, 

foreigners do not get access to first-hand information directly from the local residents. They 

are reliant upon visiting museums, reading tourist guides, or get the required information 

through other media, which play a significant role in promoting particular countries and their 

culture and are becoming a vital component of communication between cultures.  

Tourist guide texts as well as texts that can be found to describe exhibits in museums 

belong to commonly translated texts from Slovak into the English language. This type of 

promotional material not only informs, instructs, and provides explanations but also attracts 

and tempts tourists to visit certain sights and places. When considering the communicative 

functions and purpose of these texts, it is important to be aware of the fact that they are 

translated into foreign languages for readers of different cultures and for whom Slovakia is an 

unknown country. The translator has to take into account the needs of the addressees, who 

expect reliable information and interesting descriptions based on which they will learn more 

about our culture and the places they visit. The original texts are usually not written by the 

translator; however, the function of the particular text type enables him/her to choose the most 

appropriate language structures (Rázusová, Ritlyová, 2007). 

  The language of the mentioned texts is thus less professional since these texts are 

aimed at the public at large, supposing that the readers have only general knowledge about the 

history, geography, and other spheres of public life of the given locality, which to a certain 

extent influences the choice of both the terminology and sentence structures (Laudani, 2007). 

It is a well-known fact that the translator must have a very good command of both the 

source and the target languages. Besides linguistic skills the translation of texts from the field 

of tourist business requires also good knowledge of the realia of the country where the target 

language is spoken. The language is not only an important aspect of culture but it is also 

a means of approaching particular demonstrations of a specific culture. Each text calls for an 
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individual approach (since it carries its own cultural particularities of the given region or 

nation) that must be transferred from the source language into the target language in order to 

serve the non-native readers as authentically as possible (Havriľáková, 2007: 231). 

Unfortunately, it is a common practice that promotional materials are translated by 

communicatively competent translators, yet their linguistic competence is not on the 

appropriate level to be able to distinguish between semantic and stylistic nuances of particular 

words and phrases, and it is difficult for them to find and use an adequate expression for a 

specific phenomenon that does not exist in the target language or the equivalent does not have 

the same meaning. Besides poor translation or choice of terminology, mistakes in grammar 

and stylistics can be found as well. As a result, the translations do not sound natural and it is 

due to these drawbacks that some texts may cause ambiguity or even amusement. 

 

Error Analysis  
The present article focuses on the most common errors occurring on the syntactic level 

in texts translated from Slovak into English language. the below examples are compiled from 

Spectacular Slovakia travel guide, published annually by The Slovak Spectator. The texts 

found in promotional materials very commonly make use of descriptions. This is usually done 

by means of postmodification, i.e. by specifying or providing additional information about 

noun phrases. Postmodification is most frequently realised by relative (adjective) clauses as in 

example [1] below where the dependent clause who for years had ignored the dreadful 

condition of the building, postmodifies the noun phrase ‘former owner’.  

 

[1] Recently the building was confiscated from its former owner, who for years had ignored  

     the dreadful condition of the building and…  

 

English finite relative clauses are linked to a part or all of the main clause by a back-

pointing element, a relative pronoun (which, who, whom, whose, and that) or a relative adverb 

(where, when, and why). In informal British English the wh-word what is frequently used, but 

which, who, and that are still more common. The choice of the relativizer is to a certain extent 

determined by the nature of the noun modified by the relative clause (Rafajlovčová, 2012). 

Relative clauses consist of the following components: the relativizer (relative pronoun or 

adverb), the head of the noun phrase, and the gap. The relativizer points back to the head, 

which is generally referred to as the antecedent. The gap is a missing but understood element, 

which corresponds in meaning to the head noun (LGSWE, 8.7). The relative pronouns in 

addition to their linking function have a grammatical role (clause element or part of clause 

element) in the relative clause. They may function as subject (who-King Matej) as in [2], 

object (whom-the old man) as in [3], complement of preposition, or complement/adjunct of 

place (where), time (when) and reason (why). The relative pronoun can be sometimes omitted 

altogether (zero relativizer) as in [4], when it refers to the object.   

 

[2] King Matej, who was very fond of visiting Bojnice, spent many beautiful moments with 

     his son there.  [King Matej was very fond of visiting Bojnice.] 

      (Kráľ Matej, ktorý veľmi rád navštevoval Bojnický zámok, strávil…)  [kráľ Matej rád  

     navštevoval zámok] 

 

[3] The old man, whom the cruel castle warden chased out, begged for leniency.  

     [The castle warden chased out the old man.]    

      (Starec, ktorého vyhnal krutý kastelán, žobral o zhovievavosť.) [kastelán vyhnal starca]    

   

[4] He was the only member of the family (whom) the old king  treated  as  his relative.    

http://www.spectator.sk/pages/about_us
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      [The old king treated him...] 

     (Bol jediným členom rodiny, s ktorým starý kráľ zaobchádzal ako s  príbuzným.) 

 

Modification by relative clauses can be of two types. Either the head can be viewed as 

a member of a class which can be linguistically “identified only through the modification that 

has been supplied” (CGEL, 17.3: 1239) or it gives “additional information which is not 

essential for identification” (ibid). The former definition indicates that the information the 

relative clause expresses “forms an integral part of the message conveyed by the independent 

clause as a whole” (Huddleston, 1995: 157) and the clause is referred to as restrictive as in 

[5].  

 

 [5] Even people who have lived here for 10 years are still regarded as “prisťahovalci” 

      (movers). 

     (Dokonca aj ľudia, ktorí tu žijú už 10 rokov, sa ešte považujú za prisťahovalcov.) 

 

While the restrictive clause provides essential information, the function of the non-

restrictive type is to add further specification of something that has been already presented as 

specific (see example [6] below). 

 

 [6] Far more impressive are the ruins of the Biely Kameň (White Rock) Castle, which was  

     built in the 13th century following invasion by the Turks in 1241.  

(Oveľa dojímavejšie sú ruiny hradu Biely Kameň, ktorý bol postavený v 13. storočí  

     po invázii Turkov v roku 1241.) 

 

Restrictive and non-restrictive relative clauses differ not only in meaning but also in 

expression. In speech, non-restrictive clauses are spoken with separate intonation; they “form 

separate tone groups which are linked to their main clauses by tone concord. In the written 

language, it is reflected by punctuation signals, usually commas, but sometimes a dash. On 

the other hand, restrictive clauses are prosodically bound to their antecedent, which in turn is 

reflected in written English by the lack of punctuation between the antecedent and the relative 

clause (Downing & Locke, 1992: 285).  

It is especially the use of commas that usually causes difficulties to Slovak users of the 

English language. They tend to set off by commas even restrictive clauses introduced by the 

relativizer that, which can be accounted for the interference with the Slovak language (it is 

worth mentioning that the use of commas is not as common in English as it is in Slovak). 

Whether the relative clause is restrictive or non-restrictive can be tested simply by omitting 

the relative clause and checking the meaning of the main clause. If we leave out the dependent 

clause in the following example: Even people who have lived here for 10 years are still 

regarded as “prisťahovalci” would mean that all the people are considered to be 

“prisťahovalci”. The relative clause “who have lived here for 10 years“, identifies the 

‘people’ and distinguishes them from the others. 

On the other hand, commas must be used when the relative clause adds non-essential 

information which is not necessary for identifying the noun phrase since it has already been 

identified (proper noun) or specified in some other way or by the context. In such cases the 

relative clause can be omitted without disrupting the meaning of the sentence (as in [6]). The 

same applies to adverbial relative clauses introduced by where and when, which usually 

postmodify geographical names or time data that act like proper nouns as in [7].     

                

[7] ...the first official written record of the castle dates back to 1120, when it was used as a 

       boundary fort  on  the northern frontier of an early feudal Hungarian state.  
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        (...prvé oficiálne písomné záznamy o hrade pochádzajú z r.1120, keď slúžil ako...) 

There is another type of non-restrictive postmodification by relative clauses where the 

antecedent is not necessarily a noun, but may be a whole clause [8]. Such constructions are 

called sentence (or sentential) relative clauses. The relationship here resembles coordination, 

but these clauses are also very much like disjuncts, as they express a judgment, an attitude, or 

comment on the truth or likelihood of the proposition they refer to.  

 

[8] In spite of the fact that the major part of the town was destroyed by fire in 1887,  most of  

     the historical buildings survived, which was considered  a miracle. 

    (Napriek tomu, že veľká časť mesta bola zničená požiarom v roku 1887, väčšina   

     historických budov sa zachovala, čo sa považovalo za zázrak.) 

 

In speech, these clauses are spoken with separate intonation and in writing they are 

always separated by commas and only the relativizer which can be used. Nonetheless, it is 

surprisingly frequent that the relativizer what (spoken informal language) is used instead of 

which in these structures.  Here again, it is the influence of Slovak, in which we use čo, the 

word-for–word translation of which is what. 

Another error worth mentioning is the use of the relativizer whose and its alternative 

form of which (used exclusively in writing), indicating possession. 

 

[9]  The dominant building in the Town Hall Square is the Church of St Egidius, whose 

      history /the history of which dates back to the 14
th

 century. 

     ( Dominantnou buduvou Radničného námestia je kostol sv. Egídia, ktorého história sa 

     datuje od 14. storočia.)  

 

The influence of the Slovak language is also evident when using the construction „of 

which“. This relativizer must be preceded by a noun phrase with the definite article that 

names the possession (as the history of the church in [9]). Slovak users of English usually 

omit “of” and place the noun phrase after “which” (..*. is the Church of St Egidius, which  

history dates back to the 14
th

 century) or they put the noun phrase in front of the relativizer 

but do not use the definite article with it (..*. is the Church of St Egidius,  x history of which 

dates back to the 14
th

 century). 

Last but not least, it is the construction with quantifiers (all of, both of, each of, half of, 

many of, most of, only two of, several of, some of, etc.) that can cause troubles when used with 

relative clauses in English. Slovak users tend to use the pronoun “them“ instead of “whom“ 

(as in [10]) with personal and “which“ (as in [11])  with non-personal noun phrases.   

 

[10]  Hungarian King Stefan invited German specialists, miners, craftsmen, merchants, 

       knights and priests, all of them whom had a large influence on the development of arts  

       and architecture.  

       (Maďarský kráľ Štefan pozval nemeckých špecialistov, remeselníkov, kupcov, rytierov  

      a kňazov, z ktorých každý mal veľký vplyv na rozvoj umenia a architektúry.) 

 

 [11]  The church's long, single nave boasts a beautiful vaulted ceiling replete with paintings,  

          most of them which depict the life of St. John the Baptist. 

(....sa hrdí prekrásnym klenutým stropom plným malieb, väčšina  ktorých zobrazuje 

život...)  

 

If we changed the relative clause into an independent clause, it would be possible to use the 

pronoun them [12].  
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[12]  The church's long, single nave boasts a beautiful vaulted ceiling replete with paintings.    

        Most of them (paintings) depict the life of St. John the Baptist. 

 

Adverbial clauses are not as common in promotional materials as the previously 

discussed relative ones. Therefore, we deal only with those that might be difficult to translate 

into English. Based on our experience it can be proved that most errors can be found in time 

and conditional clauses. Undoubtedly, it is caused by the fact that in English these clauses do 

not use future tense to express future time [13], while in Slovak future tense is used.  

 

[13]  If you move further south, you will find a surprisingly different culture and landscape  

        that, though historically multicultural, is very closely connected to Hungarian traditions. 

        (Ak pôjdete ďalej na juh na Gemer, nájdeš tu prekvapujúco odlišnú kultúru a krajinu, ...) 

 

Special attention is needed in the translation of texts containing sentences with 

adverbial clauses of time connected to the main clause by the subordinator since. It signals an 

event or a point of time in the past when another  action, or state happened or started, and 

which has either finished or is still going on. Thus, the verb phrase describing the event in the 

dependent clause must be in its simple past form, and the present perfect (in Slovak simple 

past) is used in the main clause as in example [14] below. The present perfect tense enables us 

to connect past events with the present and is used especially when we do not know when the 

event happened or it is not important, but its consequences are still evident. 

 

[14] The castle has been in ruins since it burned down (in 1780). 

        ( Odkedy hrad v roku 1780 zhorel, je v ruinách).  

 

When dealing with the proper use of grammatical tenses in English, there is another 

issue worth mentioning. It is “backshifting”, which does not exist in Slovak language, so non-

professional translators might have difficulties. Example [15] illustrates the use of different 

past tenses to describe past events, while in Slovak the simple past tense would be used in 

each of the subordinate clauses. 

 

[15] In Transylvania Imre Thököly, whose father had been killed by imperial troops when  

       protecting his castle, came into contact with refugees from Royal Hungary, who had great 

       hopes of the high-born, highly gifted youth who was also a fellow sufferer.    

       ( V Transylvánii sa Imre Thököly, ktorého otec bol zabitý cisárskymi vojskami pri obrane  

        svojho hradu, skontaktoval s utečencami......) 

 

Conclusion  
Many other issues that may cause difficulties in translating from Slovak into English 

could have been mentioned and dealt with here, but it was not the aim. I paid special attention 

only to those grammatical structures that most commonly occur in museum texts and other 

promotional materials and which are, unfortunately, not always used in their correct forms. 

Typical examples from authentic materials were chosen to draw attention to and illustrate the 

proper use of particular structures when they are translated into English. The present article is 

intended to serve as a tool for non-professional translators and employees in the sphere of 

tourism who use English but they lack grammatical sentence-level competence. Professional 

translators surely would not have any difficulties with the use of the above mentioned 

grammatical issues; therefore, it is important to pay special attention to the choice of 

translators who have to be highly competent users of both the source and target languages. 
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